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iBSTBiCT 

] After a review of the literature on teenage sexual 
behavior and contracej^tive practice a^d their consequences, this 
paper presents a Lirief description of a research project cn 
nother*daughter comiunication patterns, vhich is intended to 
investigate tiie influe&ce of female parents on' the sexual and ' 
contraceptive behavior of teenage daughters* It also examines 
patii^ms.oi coDiBu£icajtion about sex roles and sejcual behavior between 
lothers and daughters* The model for the stud? looks at faiil; 
structural variables attitudinal congruence between mother and 
daughter* The sample consists of 400 15-^7ear old unmarried vomen and 
their mothers* Th^ research is expected to add to the understanding 
of sexual and contraceptive knowledge cf jeung vomen, and might 
suggest appropi^iate intervention strategies* (Author/LfB) 
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Mother-Daughter CommunlcatlQti Fattema Re Sexuallt/ 
Greer Litton Fox^ Eli, D. 
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, The purpose of thla^aper Is to provide a brief description of a reaearch pi^oject 
on mother-daughter communipatlan pattarnB which will begin this fall at the Merrill- 
Palmer d^tltttte* The project Is being supported with b research grant from The Center 
for l^pulatlon Research of the National Institute for Child Health and Human Development^ 

Ad tile title suggestd^ the foetus of the project Is on the motherniaughter relation-^ 
6hlp« Despite the fact that mothera are felt to be the major socialising Influenpe on 
daughters as the daughters take on more fuUy adult female roles and despite the faot that 
^conc^p^h, gestation, and blrtfi are physical experiences that provide a universal ex-* ~ 
perlentlal Jink among women* most espe'cially among the women of one familial unit^ 
surprisingly little Is known albout the part that mothers plajf In the ^aUBmlsfllon of sexual 
Information to their daughters* The goal of this project Is to Invcf&tlgate the Influence of 
female parents on the sexual and contraceptive behavior of teenage daughtera« The strategy 
for so doing will be to examine patterns of communication about sex roles and eex^ be* 
havlor between mothers and daughters in different types of families and to meoeure tiie 
Impact of.yarylng communication patterns cm the sexual and contraceptive knowledge and 
behavior of daughters. - ^ 

. The research context of this study Is fQrnied by the growing body of^lterature on 
teenage Sexual behavior and^contraceptlve practice and their consequaices* The major 
descriptive work on teeq4ige^sexual«a9|ivlty has been provided by Kaotner and Zelnlk^a 
19tUstudy of l5-*lg year old women. and their 1976 replication (see for exam{^4(, Kantner 
analielnlk^ 1972| 1973; Zelnik and.Kantner, 1972, 1973, 1977}« In comparing data from 
. I97l and 1976^ they observe that there has been a 30 peroent Increase, In the prevalence 
of sexual intercourse ^rom 27 percent to 35 percent}* Although the largest proportion 
of sexually experienced yotmg women are found at older ages, the largest Increases in 
sexual activity are found among teens at ages below 16 years (see also Bafdwln, 1976}* 
Moradver, while there Is evldoice of convergence by race, Kantner and Zelnlk continue 
to flnM a hl^er prevalence of premarital intercourse among black than among white ^ 
young women (!977}« ' Data on other aspects of teenage senial behavior indicate that 
sexual tntercDuree occurs relatively Infrequmtty, sporadically, and for most young 
women tends to be confined to a single partner (ZehUk and Kantner, 1972, 1973, 1977; 
for similar findings, see Akpom» Akpom, and Davis, 1976; Fox, l976af 1976b; and 
Vener and Stewart, 1974). . ^ ^ ^ 

^ Zelnlk and Kant&e^*a(^(!977} recmt repllcatloT] indicates that sexually active ^ 
yoyng people are becoming better contraceptorsf Nevertheless, the literature on 
coQtracepUvja attitudes and l^havlor of young people ylelde three rather unsettling con- 
elusions* First, positive atottjdes toward contraception do not seem to be matohed by 
effective contraceptive behavior^ Second^ the majwit/ of the sexually actlv«roUng 
appear to be unlikely to us^ contraception regularly* Third; among very yotmg teen* 
age girls, there Is heavier reliance on ma}e methods than on the pill or IUD« Da light 
of the increasingly widespread nature o^6exual activity among unmarried youth^ the 
relative lack of regular, effectlve^contraceptlve use, and ttlb measurable rise in 
premarital conceptions, more ttetail^d understanding of factors influencing teenage 
sexual and^ contraceptive behavior would be desirable* 



Given the Importance of Bame^sex and croeS'Sex parent-child relationshli^ for 
socialization in general and sex-role socialization Id particular (Llpman-Blumen, 1972)* 
It Is surprising that wc know as little as we do a^)eiif parent-chlld transmission stioictures 
for the flow of information an'd values relative to sex* sexual permidcslvenesSf contra* 
ceptiOHt and so forth* Most of what our literature suggests Is tbat parents and children 
do not communicate directly, or positively about such matters (Bell and Buerkle, 1961; 
.pubbe, l96E^KlrkendaIl and 1967; Llndomann, 1974), indeed, some go so far as to 
cnUm* wltholft evident data In support of such a claim* tbat parqnte and children cannot 
communicate about sexuality within a familial conte;sct (Mace, 1962)-, 

At the same time there Is evidence to suggest that such parental and familial 
characteristics aq socio-economic status* family composition and work-status of 

the mother do distinguish among daughters in terms of their sexual and contraceptive 
behavior- Kantner and Zelnlk (1972) find that^ in general* for both blacks and whites 
there Is an inverse association Between parental SES and daughter sexual experience* 
An exceptioitto this relationship Is wittreducaUonal level of the Parent or.guardidiU 
For black daughters education, of the male^parent^^uardlan is inversely as'soclated 
with seinjat experience (the relationship Is slmllat^ttiough less ttiarked for the 
female ^rcnt /guardian). Among white daughters the inverse reladonahlp between 
pareiitai/ guardian education and sexual experience holds for neither parent and 
Indeed Is reversed when the education of either female or male parent/guardian 
la at the college level or above. Relative to contraceptive use Kaq^er^d Kclnlk 
(1973) find a positive association with parental 8E9* with education of the female 
parent/guartUan particularly important in this regard (see also their report In 
SfSfti et at 1976). 

Family situation^ that is, whether the family Is father^beaded^ mother* 
headed, ur headed by someone other than the natural parents, appears to be related 
to the level of sexual experience both for black and i^lte daughters (Kantner and 
Zelnlk^ 1972). Kantner and Zelnlk (1972) report that coital experience is lowest 
among daughters living In households headed by natural fathers* Daughters living 
in female-^hcaded households^ whether or not the female head Is the natural mother^ 

, gen^lly exhibit the highest rates of sexual experience. Consistent and effective 
contraception, on the oth^r hand,* was not clearly distlngxUshcd by family composition 
(Kantner and Zelnlk* 1972), although even here there waa some tendency for daughters 
in female headed^ouseholds to report never usln^o&traceptlon and failure to use 
at lost intercourse In higher frequencies tlian daughters from other households* ^ 

Sinee the proposed research Is concerned with patterns of mother-daughter 
communication at>out sex aiid contraception^ It Is of interest that Kantner and Zelnik 
asked daughters about whether they eonflded In their parents. They report (Kantner 
and Zelnl^' 1973) that confiding in paraite*ls mbnotonlca^y and inversely related to 
coital experience. Moreover, parcnt*daughter communication seems to have Its 
greatest Impact at the younger aged for both blacks and whites. Kantner and ^elnik 
unfortunately Wl not show data relating the degree of confiding to type of household 
or to use of contraception* Akpom'etal (1976), however, do report data relevant to 
this matter from their study of 30.? white Michigan teenage clients of a famlly-plan^g 
agejncy. In terms of sexual behavior they find that daughters of female*headed house- 
holds are more tlMy t<3 have Initiated coital activity prior to age 15 and are more 

' likely to have had mcM:'e thart one sexual partner by ttie tlme^ttiey are in attendst^^ 
at the clinic* Further, the daughters of female h^ads reported slgnlflcantly^ore" 
often ttian daughters of male heada that they tidB discussed eontraception with parents 
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(63 percent versus 42 percent); that^they felt their parents would understaftd^if the 
daughters tried to dlscusp contraception with them {63 percent ve^us 43 ^rcent);. 
and, qf those curroitly using contraception, that their parents were aware of the 
daugjiter's use of cot^traceptlon (48 percent versus 18 percent)* 'Fhelr findings lead 
the authors tojpuggest that communication about contraception appears easier when 
the household Head Is feSm/ilc. Such a result would be consistent with Relss*s ' 
'^autonomy theor^of heterosexual permissiveness, whlph predicts greater permls- 
alveness about 3Sxml matters among those least Involved In or tied to a traditional 
marital and famllli%orm (Relsjg and Miller, !974). * 

Although he does not break his data down by type of#amlly composition in 
terms of sex of the household head, Furstenberg (1976) reports on communication 
about contraception between mothers and daughters In his Btudy of 404 pregnant 
teens and tbelr motliers In Baltimore* His study sample is predominantly black 
and 2 of 5 live with the mother" only. Close ttr 60 percent of the mothers Interviewed 

reported that ,they had frequently attempted.to talk to their daughters about sex^ and 
nearly all (92 percent) reported discussing sex occasionally with their daughters* 
Birth control was* said to have been discussed by 61 percent of the mothers and 45 
percent of the dau^tere* Though Turetenbcrg questions the accuracy and direct^ 
ness of the information transmitted*^ mothers to daughters^ nevertheless he finds 
that even limited Instruction had an impact on the daughter's use of contraception* 
In families In which birth control was dls^usscd^ 52 percent of the daughters had 
used contraception at some time compared to^zZ percent when birth control had never 
bean discussed by mothers and daughters* Furstenberg points out that the mother- 
daughter discussion of birth control Is, Important not solely In terms of Information 
Imparted (the mothers themselves were often poorly informed) but also, and perhaps 
more' significantly, because such discussion could make explicit the daughter's 
sexual behavior and could encourage the daughter's awareness and acceptance ot her 
own sexuality* As studies cited earlier have suggested', acceptance fjf one^s sexuality 
Is often a prelude to taking contrac'eptlve responsibility for oneeelf»v 

Work-status of the female parent has been infrequently Investigated for Its 
relation to the ^daughter's Sexual and contraceptive behavior* In a comparison of * 
pregnant teens with their nonpregnant classmates Inihis Baltimore stuc^, Fursten- 
berg (1976) finds that mothers frf the nonpregnant teens are slightly morejlkely to 
be In the labor force than mothers uf the pregnant teens (86 percent versus 60 percent)* 
In unreported cfata from' my own study of vvomen students at a midwestem university, 
daughters of mothers working outside the home were more likely to be sexudlly , 
experienced that daughters of mothers who did not work outside the home (62 percent 
versus 54 percent), and the former were more likely than the latter to have used a 
contraceptive pt their most recent coital episode (64 percent versus 50 perceat)* 
WIthoutjmore Information about the condltfonb under which mothers forked outside 
the home, their occupational status, or their cant ri tuitions to family income^ as 
well as more Information from a larger pool of s,tudles. It Is difficult to Interpret 
the meaning of the relationship between the mother*s work status and the daughter's 
sexual and contraceptive behavior* But the basic point, that parental character- 
istics do differentiate among daughters In ferms of the Utt^r's sexual and contra- 
ceptive behavior, still holds* 

A different order o^studles suggests that parental attitudes about sexuality 
do vary and that the differences among parents are reflected In the orientation 
children can have toward sexuality. For example, QUI (1970) documents thf 
Influence of parental attitudes on children*^ reactions to ambiguous sexual stimuli* ^ a 
Llbby (1971) finds that parents' acceptance or reJectlon>of content of sex education h 
courses for children varies according to the parents' degree of llberaUsm rc ^ 



sexuality* Walsh e t a l (1976) suggest that parents con be dl^tiJigulehed by sex role 
Ideology In terms of their acceptance of premarital'^cxual behaviox' of daughters, 
such that parents are more permissive about their daughter's behavior when the 
parents hold a sex-equalltarlan Ideology* Degree of religiosity In the parental 
househoId.lB reflected In daughters' sexual bebavlor (Kantner and Zclnlk, 1972) and 
sexual permissiveness (Heiss^ 1967)« . < > 

All of the foregolng studltfs on parental characteristics provide a rationale 
for the Investigation In the present study of the Influence of the mother t>n the 
daughter's sexual and contraceptive knowledge and behavior. The analytic model ^ 
to be tested Is presented in Figure 1, , " ' 

According to the model* family structural variables, such as composition, 
socfo-econbmlc status, and race, are expected to exert a direct influence on both 
the attitudes of the mother and the communication pattern between mother and 
daughter* The Influence of the mother's attitudes on those other daughter was 

felt by definition to be an Inferred relationships one that cannot be measured directly* 
What Is measurable Is the degree of attltudlnal congruence between mother and daugbteri 
obtainable througV^rJved measures comparing the attitudes of each* The heart of the 
model is the hypothesis that the degree of attltudlnal congruence between mothers and 
daughters relative to sex f ules and sexual behavior will Influence their pattern of com- 
municatlonj and that the openness or closcdnessyOf their cottjbmnlcatlon will Influence 
. the daughter's degrt^e of effective knowledge about and behavfor with regard to sex and 
contraception* ^ ^ ' 

MTic data* for tKis study will be collected by means of a^structured^4ntevvlcw 
survey with 400 fifteen year old/ unmarried women and their mothers from the Detroit, 
Mlfkh})^ The sample will brstratificd by race and sex of household head* . 

Sixteen Interviewers^ eight hkck and eight white females, will be hired for this project. 
^ Interviewers wilt be assigned to teams of two ench> matching respondents by race and 
Insofar as possible^ by agfi^^ Interviews with the mother and daughter will take place 
simultaneously, with the mothiir hoitie> and with the daughter at the project site* 

The dependent variables wllJ consist of these four sets of measures obtained 
from the daughter. (I) sexual and contraceptive knowledge, (2) sexual and contraceptive 
jDehavlor, (3) projective measures of likely sexual 'and contraceptive behavior under 
certain conditions^ and (4) sources of sexual and contraceptive knowledge. ,The pro- 
die totVarlables will be comprised of these five sets of variables. (3) family structural 
variables^ {2) mother's ajtd (5) daughter's attitudes toward sex roles and sexualltyi 
(4) mother-daughter attltudlnal congrumre, .and (S) moth or -daughter communication* 
The basic strategy £or data analysis Involves a scries of sequential, and sometimes 
nested, contingency analyses using primarily contingency and correlational techniques* 
The goal of thc^data analysl^ls to build and test multivariate models of daughter*^^ 
knowledge ablcness and behavior. 

The significance of this research lies in Its contribution to the understanding of ^ 
sexual and contraceptive knowledge of young women. Solutions to the problems of un- 
expected pregnancy, tcenagt; abortions, unwanted births, and early ages of marriage 
can be advanced through additional research* TJicre Is reason to believe that the 
parent-child relationship Is germane to our under stantil^g of- teenage fertility behavior 
and might suggest appropriate Intervention btratcgles. Beyond the implications for 
policy intervention, this study will provide compai^Isona of Intergenoradonal social- 
ization processes by race and faifcUjc structure in terms of sexual and contraceptive 
behavior and sex role ideology. 
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